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THE SHIFT IN ATTACKER
ATTACK PATH EVOLUTION BEHAVIOR: WHY IDENTITY
ISTHE NEW FRONT LINE

M 0 D E R N As perimeter defenses, vulnerability scanning, and exploit
ATTACKS detection have matured, attackers have increasingly
shifted their focus toward abusing legitimate access
rather than breaking through technical controls.

VULNERABILITY O CREDENTIAL

EXPLOITED

MISUSE Instead of exploiting software flaws or deploying noisy
malware, adversaries now favor tactics that allow them

to blend into normal operations by leveraging credentials,
MALWARE LEGITIMATE permissions, and identities already present in the
DEPLOYED G ACCESS environment.

GRANTED

Stolen credentials, over-permissioned accounts, long-
SECURITY QUIET lived cloud tokens, and unmanaged service identities
ALERT Q LATERAL proyigle attackerg with quiet gntry points that oftgn evade
TRIGGERED MOVEMENT traditional detection mechanisms. Once authenticated,
adversaries can operate under the guise of legitimate
Traditional attacks Modern attackers users or services, making their activity difficult to
rely on exploits and P F— distinguish from routine business operations. This shift
malware that trigger operations by has extended dwell times and increased the likelihood
clear alerts. abusing legitimate that attacks progress from initial access to privilege
identities. escalation and lateral movement before detection.

For smaller and mid-sized security operations teams,

this evolution has amplified existing constraints.

When attackers operate using valid identities, detection

As attacks become depends less on signature-based alerts and more on analyst judgment,

C|Ui eter, detection must histgrical context, and Cross—sygtem cgrrelation. Without intg.ntiona! detect.ion
. design, lean teams are left chasing activity that appears legitimate, increasing

shift from alerts to investigation time while decreasing confidence in when, and how, to respond.

Identlty behavior. Importantly, identity in modern environments extends far beyond human users.

APIs, service accounts, and machine identities now play a central role in cloud-
native architectures, automation workflows, and Al-driven systems. Recent security
operations research highlights that APl usage and autonomous systems have
expanded faster than most organizations’ ability to inventory, monitor, and
baseline them, creating blind spots that attackers increasingly exploit.

For lean security operations teams, this shift means traditional detection signals,
such as authentication success or access approval, are no longer enough.

Effective detection now requires understanding who or what is acting, how
that behavior compares to historical norms, and whether the observed activity
aligns with expected usage.

Technology


https://www.esecurityplanet.com/news/amazon-workspaces-linux-vulnerability/
https://graylog.org/post/2025-security-trends-that-defined-the-soc-and-what-2026-will-demand/
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Graylog supports this identity-aware approach by correlating authentication,
access, and activity logs across users, services, and machine identities, enabling
SOC teams to surface misuse that would otherwise remain hidden in plain sight.

WHERE IDENTITY THREATS BEGIN:
CREDENTIALS, PRIVILEGES, AND CLOUD ACCESS

Most identity-driven attacks begin with a small set of common weaknesses.
Phished or reused credentials remain a primary entry point, particularly when
multifactor authentication is inconsistently enforced.

Excessive or outdated privileges
further compound the risk, allowing
IDENTITY ENTRY POINTS compromised accounts to access
systems and data well beyond
their legitimate needs. In cloud
Credentials All paths lead to environments, identity threats

the same environment. often stem from service principals,
long-lived tokens, and federated
access mechanisms that lack clear
ownership or expiration.

Different identities.
Different logs.
One shared risk.

Cloud and hybrid architectures
introduce additional complexity.
Identity telemetry is frequently
/ fragmented across multiple providers,
Service & Cloud platforms, and SaaS applications,
Machine Identities making it difficult for SOC teams to
Accounts & Tokens reconstruct a complete picture
of access and activity.

\ In practice, this fragmentation forces

analysts to manually stitch together
timelines across identity providers,
cloud consoles, audit logs, and
application telemetry. For lean
teams, each additional tool or data
gap increases investigation time
and introduces inconsistency in
how identity-driven alerts are handled, often delaying escalation or resolution
until the window for effective response has narrowed.

Privileges

Compounding this challenge, retention decisions are often shaped by cloud
storage and retrieval costs rather than investigative value. Recent industry trend
analysis indicates that cost pressure has quietly influenced what identity data

is available during investigations, limiting visibility precisely when historical
context is most needed.
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https://graylog.org/products/security/
https://graylog.org/post/five-essential-strategies-to-combat-phishing-threats/
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Identity misuse

is detected
through patterns,
not single events.

BEHAVIORAL DRIFTTIMELINE

APIs and service accounts further complicate identity risk management.
Forgotten endpoints, overly permissive permissions, and limited visibility into
east-west AP traffic create opportunities for logic abuse and lateral movement
that rarely trigger traditional alerts. Without centralized logging and consistent
retention, these activities may go undetected for extended periods.

To address this, teams are centralizing identity and access logs across
environments and becoming more deliberate about what they retain and
for how long. Rather than collecting data indiscriminately, they are aligning
telemetry and retention policies with investigative needs — preserving the
context required to reconstruct identity-driven incidents while maintaining
predictable costs and performance.

BEHAVIOR AS A SIGNAL:
MOVING BEYOND “LOGIN SUCCEEDED"

It is often the starting point, not the proof, of malicious activity. Static rules
and threshold-based alerts struggle to detect identity misuse that unfolds
gradually or mimics legitimate behavior, particularly when events are
evaluated in isolation.

Behavioral context shifts detection from what happened to what changed.
Deviations in access patterns, privilege usage, service account behavior, or API
activity become meaningful only when compared against historical norms and
downstream actions. Without this context, SOC teams see activity, but not risk.

Industry analysis shows that while dashboards have proliferated across SOCs,
they often lack the context needed to understand what changed and why it
matters. Analysts may see authentication events, access logs, and API calls,
but without correlation and historical baselines, these signals fail to convey risk.

I Alert t|’]gge|’s too [ate, or not at all

—— Established Identity Baseline
—— Behavioral Drift Line
Traditional Alert Threshold

INCREASE IN PRIVILEGE USAGE /V '
Behavior
NEW RESOURCES ACCESSED /f olLee
1 APICALLS OUTSIDE 9

ACCESS ATUNUSUALHOURS
\

NORMAL SEQUENCE Matches

PR Baseline
\

TYPICALLOGIN TIMES EXPECTED ACCESS PATHS NORMAL APIUSAGE STABLE SERVICE

ACCOUNT BEHAVIOR

Identity misuse is detected through patterns, not single events.
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https://medium.com/the-visibility-layer/why-dashboards-miss-critical-signals-and-what-analysts-can-do-about-it-335f651c885f
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By correlating identity events with downstream actions such as resource
access, configuration changes, or data movement, teams can surface
STRUCTUREDVS. meaningful deviations instead of isolated signals. The result is sharper triage:
AD HOC INVESTIGATION analysts spend less time chasing benign activity and more time investigating
behavior that materially changes risk.

T MAKING IDENTITY DETECTION
WORK FOR LEAN SECURITY TEAMS

ALERTTRIGGERED /' Identity detection challenges are frequently attributed to skills shortages,
but 2025 security operations research suggests that an inconsistent process

SWITCHTOOLS . -
/\/ is often the true limiting factor.
CHECK LOGIN LOGS Investigations stall when identity context is scattered across tools, when there
are no defined first steps for identity alerts, and when escalation or completion
DELAYED criteria vary by analyst.

RESOLUTION

For lean security teams, structure is a force multiplier. Defined investigation

MANUALLY paths reduce decision fatigue, shorten onboarding time for new analysts,
RECONSTRUCT

TIMELINE /

K ¥ UNSURE ESCALATION

~—_ )y and ensure consistent outcomes regardless of who is on shift. Rather

than relying on individual expertise or tribal knowledge, structured identity
investigations enable teams to respond with confidence, even when
resources are limited.

Without structured workflows, security teams spend valuable time
STRUCTURED reconstructing timelines, validating assumptions, and determining ownership

IDENTITY-CENTRIC rather than responding decisively.
INVESTIGATION

In contrast, structured investigation paths have been shown to deliver faster
 IDENTITY SIGNAL DETECTED and more consistent outcomes than ad hoc approaches.

To operationalize identity detection effectively, SOCs need consistent
~ BASELINE BEHAVIOR REVIEWED identity-centric investigation workflows, clear linkage between identity signals
and affected resources, and repeatable paths from alert to resolution.

 RELATED ACTIVITY CORRELATED Supporting these requirements means enabling log-based investigations
that tie identity, access, and activity into a single, coherent workflow. When
context is unified rather than scattered across tools, teams reduce friction

- SCOPE CONFIRMED and improve response confidence.

AT CUTTING THROUGH THE NOISE:
! WHY CONTEXT BEATS VOLUME

When identity data is collected without clear investigative intent, lean
security teams absorb more noise without gaining clarity, slowing response
rather than strengthening it.

Structure reduces investigation
time and analyst uncertainty,
especially for lean SOC teams.
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https://graylog.org/post/2025-security-trends-that-defined-the-soc-and-what-2026-will-demand/
https://graylog.org/use-cases/threat-detection-and-response/
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dy

of organizations

reported delayed
responses to cyberattacks
due to false positives

VIKINGCLOUD

dy

of security teams spend
four or more hours per week
handling false alerts

VIKINGCLOUD

Technology

This challenge is compounded by false positives. According to the
VikingCloud Cyber Threat Landscape Report, 33% of organizations reported
delayed responses to cyberattacks due to false positives, 63% of security
teams spend four or more hours per week handling false alerts, and 15% spend
more than 364 hours annually addressing false positives.

As Kimber Spradlin, Chief Marketing Officer at Graylog, observed, “Analysts
spend time stitching context together across identity systems, cloud logs,
Saa$ audit trails, endpoints, and network tools. Response slows because the
team needs to validate the story before acting and executive communication
becomes vague because the evidence trail is fragmented.”

Recent industry trend data highlighted a shift from big data to smart data
— intentional collection, early enrichment, and telemetry aligned with the
investigation flow.

Contextual identity detection prioritizes meaningful deviations over raw
event counts and entity-centric analysis over isolated alerts. When events
are correlated and behavior is evaluated in context, teams can reduce alert
fatigue while improving clarity and decision confidence.

RETHINKING IDENTITYAS ADETECTION STRATEGY

Leading security teams are redefining identity as a core detection signal
rather than solely as an access-control function. This shift involves
monitoring human, API, and machine identities with equal rigor; using
behavior as the primary indicator of misuse; and favoring precision,
repeatability, and confidence over volume.

Graylog's 2026 trend predictions pointed to structured investigations becoming
a key performance metric, governed automation and supervised Al supporting
identity triage, and predictable data strategies aligned with security outcomes.

Rather than chasing more alerts or more data, lean teams are prioritizing faster
confidence and clearer decision-making.

For many organizations, this shift does not require a full platform overhaul. It starts
with more intentional identity telemetry, clearer investigation paths, and a focus
on behavior that materially changes risk. When detection strategy matches how
analysts actually investigate and prioritizes context over volume, SOC teams can
improve outcomes today, even with tight staffing and budget constraints.

By rethinking identity through behavior, context, and structured investigation,
security teams can detect threats earlier, respond with greater precision, and
reduce the operational drag that has long slowed identity-driven investigations.


https://go.vikingcloud.com/l/1000211/2024-07-28/2ld3y/1000211/1722172290Nte8uFbD/_Report__2024_Cyber_Threat_Landscape_Report.pdf
https://medium.com/the-visibility-layer/more-alerts-wont-save-you-in-2026-cd3804ab3fe6
https://medium.com/the-visibility-layer/shadow-agentic-ai-a-growing-blind-spot-for-cisos-4ca42e2ada6d
https://go.vikingcloud.com/l/1000211/2024-07-28/2ld3y/1000211/1722172290Nte8uFbD/_Report__2024_Cyber_Threat_Landscape_Report.pdf
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